Abstract: The aim of this study is to find out whether women in Polish politics
Introduction
The Polish political scene is known for the low proportion of women in public office. The democratisation processes that Poland underwent in the early 1990s did not involve an increase in the number of women in positions of public authority. This was typical of all Central and Eastern European countries (Inter -Parliamentary Union 1995) where the ancien regime gave rise to a society dominated by patriarchal values. In this context, post -Communist societies are often referred to as conservative or "neo -conservative" when it comes to the social role of women (Siklova 1993 ). Marody and Giza -Poleszczuk (2000) argue that during the socialist period in Poland, the dominant image of womanhood was that of the mother; this was later transformed into a model of the "brave victim." These researchers also point out that despite systemic changes and the emergence of a new image of women as attractive, independent and professionally active, the Polish mother stereotype has in some ways been preserved in the public imagination.
After Poland's first entirely free elections in 1991, fewer than 10% of all seats in the Sejm (lower chamber) were occupied by women (Fuszara 2010: 90) . Over the next two terms, the proportion of women in the lower house was around 13%. The introduction of recommended representation quotas by the victorious Democratic Left Alliance -Labor United coalition (SLD -UP) and growing public calls for equal rights for women helped increase the proportion of women in the lower chamber to 20%. The Polish Electoral Code, which was adopted in 2011, stipulated that at least 35% of candidates on party lists should be women. Still this measure did not bring the expected significant changes: in the 2011 elections, only 23.9% of successful candidates were women. This may have been due to the low share of women in prime positions on candidate lists, but it also reflected the fact that social values and attitudes had not yet adapted to the new conditions.
The negligible presence of women in Polish politics is also apparent from an analysis of those holding appointed positions (i.e. as ministers and party leaders). In the 1990-2015 period, women constituted only 11.3% of ministers (including members of the Council of Ministers without assigned departments) and Ewa Kopacz was the only woman to lead a relevant party. The country has had two female prime ministers (Kopacz and Hanna Suchocka), however in both these cases, this was a result of cabinet reshuffles and not elections. The 2015 election campaign saw a dramatic change in the leadership of the main political parties. For the first time in Polish electoral history, women were the leaders of the two biggest competing parties: Civic Platform was headed by Prime Minister Ewa Kopacz, who had assumed the position one year before (after Donald Tusk became president of the European Council) while Law and Justice was led by Beata Szydło. Barbara Nowacka, a woman representing the third most important political group, United Left, also competed for the chance to be head of government. One possible goal of this female leadership was to temper perceptions of the political realm as tough, devoid of empathy and combative, a view reinforced by numerous recent disputes on the political scene.
After the 2015 parliamentary elections, Polish politics saw some changes. United Left did not hold any seats, having failed to reach the threshold for parliamentary representation, a situation that naturally marginalised Barbara Nowacka. Ewa Kopacz did not stand for the position of chairperson of Civic Platform, and on 26 January 2016, that role was assumed by Grzegorz Schetyna. Beata Szydło became Poland's new prime minister but she was widely perceived as dependent on Law and Justice chairperson Jarosław Kaczyński. Polish politics, thus, remained the domain of domineering men. The marginalisation of women is also confirmed by recent data on the percentage of women in representative bodies. The proportion of women in the lower chamber is 27.4% while in the senate, it is 13%.
From social role to stereotype
The social position of each gender is connected with role divisions. Studies by various anthropologists point to a number of conclusions: first, gender is the basis for the attribution of social tasks and the different roles attached; second, certain tasks are consistently assigned to one gender only; and third, apart from a few tasks that are assigned on the basis of biological sex, there is a great diversity in role allocation culturally: what is regarded as feminine behaviour in one community may be characteristic of men in another (Goodman 1992: 168; Marszałek 2008: 268) . During the socialisation process, women are mostly taught and prepared to serve traditional roles connected with the family and the provision of care, while men are prepared to perform professional roles. Women tend to develop a calmer, friendlier, milder, conciliatory approach while men are expected to be aggressive and proactive (Mandal 1995; Vasta et al. 1995) . Research shows that women are more sensitive than men around issues concerning care for the ill; they feel more responsible for the health of their family members (Verbrugge -Wingard 1987) and have greater emotional competence (Filipiak 2001) . Bakan (1966) describes the social orientation of women as communal and that of men as agentic. A communal orientation emphasises emotional closeness, caring for others and reciprocity while an agentic one stresses efficiency and strength.
Gender stereotypes in politics
Traditional understandings of masculine and feminine roles generate stereotypes. A gender stereotype is an oversimplified belief or idea about the behaviour of male and female individuals that is shared by most people in a society and learnt in the course of growing up and socialisation (Deaux -Lewis 1984) . Brannon (2017) notes:
[A] gender stereotype consists of beliefs about the psychological traits and characteristics of, as well as the activities appropriate to, men or women. These beliefs often have something to do with the behaviours typically performed by women and men in a particular culture, but gender stereotypes are more generalized beliefs and attitudes about masculinity and femininity. (p. 46) Gender stereotypes have descriptive and prescriptive components (Bauer 2013) . The descriptive part results from the fact that gender stereotypes provide a "standard of comparison in construing the implications of behavioral information" for men and women (Lambert -Wyer Jr. 1990) . This is connected with the stereotypical attribution of certain personality traits to women. The prescriptive part refers to expectations about women's behaviour. According to scholars, stereotypical prescriptions for women maintain "traditional emphases on interpersonal sensitivity, niceness, modesty, and sociability'' (Prentice -Carranza 2002: 275) .
Children adopt gender stereotypes at a very early stage of development, either by learning them directly or by observing gender -related social roles and behaviours (Hoffmann -Hurst 1990) . Later, these stereotypes are consolidated or reinforced during the process of education, in the workplace and through the media. Stereotypes reflect the different roles attributed to men and women: the masculine role is more agentic and proactive while the feminine one is more connected with community -building, empathy and milder emotions (Eagly 1987) . Stereotypes are a useful cognitive tool, especially when people have limited information about particular phenomena, individuals or social groups. This is also relevant in the sphere of politics (Rahn 1993; Lau -Redlawsk 2001) . According to Sambomatsu (2002) , the concept of "gender stereotypes" may be more helpful than that of "voter discrimination" because gender stereotypes offer (positive and negative) information about a voter's view of candidates. An individual whose original views are based on gender stereotypes may update their "baseline preference" if they have new experiences with candidates and elected officials that alter their long -term beliefs about female candidates.
Politics is generally considered to be a "masculine" area of work. Voters prefer candidates with "masculine" qualities at each level of the electoral competition (Rosenwasser -Dean 1989) . Empirical studies show that politicians tend to be described as strong, ruthless, competitive, able to manipulate others and concerned with their own interests (Jarymowicz 1976; Reykowski 2000) . Women's role in politics, thus, conflicts in some ways with the traits and dispositions attributed to women. Female politicians must transcend the social and professional roles traditionally associated with women. This also affects the strategies which female candidates use when competing for political positions. These women often flout gender stereotypes, assuming qualities deemed to be masculine or emphasising their competence in areas typically associated with men.
Experiments prove that even when male and female politicians have identical messages, women are most often associated with stereotypical "female" topics while men are considered more knowledgeable on "male" issues (Sapiro 1982; Matland 1994) . Other studies show that perceptions of women politicians are significantly better when their campaigns focus on typical "female issues" (Kahn 1996) . In this respect, women do far better on social issues and men on economic ones (Kahn 1993) .
According to Huddy and Terkildsen (1993) , there are two types of gender stereotypes in the realm of politics: belief stereotypes, which concern the areas of men's and women's respective political activities, and trait stereotypes, which relate to the traits attributed to each gender. In the case of belief stereotypes, women are perceived as being better at handling "female" issues such as education, health care, social welfare and environmental protection while men are said to be more fluent in "male" issues like defence, crime and terrorism prevention, the economy, public finance, commerce, agriculture and foreign policy (Rosenwasser -Seale 1988; Rosenwasser -Dean 1989; Leeper 1991; AlexanderAndersen 1993; Brown et al. 1993; Kahn 1996; Koch 1999; King -Matland 2003; Dolan 2004; Dolan 2010) . This is confirmed by several American studies of legislative activity, which show that women lawmakers tend to focus on issues stereotypically regarded as female (Thomas 1991; Norton 1999) . In addition, the ideological positions of politicians are often stereotyped based on gender. Women politicians are presumed to be more leftist than men (Dolan 2014; Devroe -Wauters 2017) . As regards trait stereotypes, women who work in politics are perceived as being more empathetic, expressive, trustworthy, consensus--oriented and able to deal with constituents than men; they are also viewed as less resolute than male politicians (Burrell 1994; Kahn 1996) . In contrast, men are regarded as more assertive and rational than women (Huddy -Terkildsen 1993) . They are generally seen as resolute, competent, strong leaders who are able to cope with crisis situations (Paul -Smith 2008) .
These stereotypes are not surprising since they simply extrapolate from private, domestic roles to the public sector (Sapiro 1983: 146) . A study by Lawless (2004) showed that after 11 September 2001, women candidates faced greater voter disapproval because public fears were focused on the threat of terrorism, and men were perceived as being more effective at handling this threat.
Another view of the stereotypes about women in politics is presented by Schneider and Bos (2014) . Their study found that female politicians were "a subtype of the superordinate group women"; as such, stereotypes about women in politics were more related to stereotypes about professional women than to general perceptions of the gender. In contrast, stereotypes about male politicians proved to be similar to those about men in general. Women politicians were more likely than their male counterparts to be defined by their deficits rather than their strengths. They were said to lack the strengths associated with being a woman (e.g. sensitivity and compassion) as well as the leadership, competence and other traits connected with male politicians (Schneider -Bos 2014: 260-261) .
It should be stressed that the different perceptions of men and women in politics may not have a negative effect on their popularity or the effectiveness of their election campaigns (Aalberg -Jenssen 2007: 17) . By taking a stand on different policies, women may introduce new issues into the political sphere and so attract new or less mobilised groups of voters. The idea here is that female politicians can open up new aspects of party competition through their emphasis on new issues. Similarly, these politicians may introduce new kinds of personal strengths into politics, including communication skills, compassion and the ability to persuade important segments of the electorate. Against this, election campaigns may serve to ignite stereotypes. As more political advertisements are broadcast during a campaign, there is greater likelihood that voters will watch them and this will affect their decisions. Exposure to stereotype -laden spots about women lowers the probability of voting for a female incumbent (Bauer 2015) .
A study by Okimoto and Brescoll (2010) showed that when female candidates openly admitted that they wanted to gain power during election campaigns, their chances of success decreased. Negative campaigns were more likely to trigger a backlash if they were led by women (Krupnikov -Bauer 2014) .
Politicians who show emotion may also be assessed differently depending on their gender (Lewis 2000) . Women are perceived more positively when they express no emotions than when they display sadness or anger. In contrast, men are seen more positively when they show anger or no emotions than when they express sadness. A study by Tiedens (2001) found that whenever Bill Clinton expressed anger, his prospects improved.
The research problem
As we have seen, people expect politicians to have traits and dispositions that are incompatible with the socially and culturally accepted female role. Women are seen as empathetic, conciliatory, friendly and mild, while the political world is perceived as ruthless and combative. The current study aims to compare the importance of two factors: the traits attributed to women and those ascribed to politicians. A study by Gawor (2006) found that perceptions of women politicians focused on their appearance, traits, social skills, motivations for entering politics and typical activities. This list suggests that women politicians are seen in terms of categories typically applied to women and those typically applied to men, which shows the interaction of these two factors.
This article seeks to establish whether women in Polish politics are perceived through the prism of gender stereotypes. To this end, we compare the descriptive categories that organise perceptions of male and female politicians.
Three additional variables have been added to our survey: the respondent's gender, the extent of their interest in politics and their ideological self--identification. All these factors may have a significant effect on how women politicians are perceived. Interest in politics is the variable most frequently associated with subjective political knowledge. The greater an individual's interest in politics, the more likely it is that they can assess and interpret political phenomena and processes (Jakubowska 1999) . Moreover, interest in politics translates into greater exposure to political stimuli, which, in turn, increases political participation (Skarżyńska 2002) . The second variable is the respondent's ideological self -identification, as seen from their location on a spectrum extending from left to right. We assumed that individuals closer to the extreme right would uphold traditional values and be more likely to perceive women in terms of stereotypical roles connected with the family and household. These respondents would, thus, find it harder to see a role for women in politics.
In order to satisfy our research objectives, we needed to compare perceptions of men and, thus, ensure a deeper analysis of the research problem. Our approach aimed to highlight not only the importance and interaction of different associations with "female politician" but also their relationship to comparable associations with "male politician." Through the research process, we tried to find answers to the following questions:
1. What descriptive categories underlie perceptions of female politicians? 2. What descriptive categories underlie perceptions of male politicians? 3. Does a voter's gender modify their perceptions of men and women in the political space? 4. Does a voter's interest in politics modify their perceptions of men and women in the political space? 5. Does a voter's ideological self -identification modify their perceptions of women and men in the political space?
The first two questions were exploratory. The third one aimed to test our assumption that there is a relationship between a person's gender and their perceptions of women in politics. Our working hypothesis was that based on gender solidarity, women voters would perceive women politicians more positively while male voters would take a more favourable view of male politicians. Turning to the fourth question, we presumed that we would find a significant correlation between the level of a voter's interest in politics and their perceptions of female and male politicians. In particular, we predicted that greater interest in politics would translate into a higher level of political knowledge, and that in line with McDermott's (1998) findings, this would substantially reduce reliance on stereotypes. Knowledge can minimise simplistic reasoning and limit the use of cognitive heuristics when making evaluations.
The last question explored the relationship between leftist and rightist self--identifications and perceptions of women and men in politics. We assumed that because of their attachment to conservative values including the traditional division of gender roles, right -wing voters would rely on stereotypes to a greater degree. As such, they would perceive men in terms reserved for descriptions of political life while their perceptions of women would reflect stereotypical female traits.
Methodology
The first stage of our research was a pilot study involving 100 participants. The sample was diverse in terms of age (18-24: 15%; 25-34: 16%; 35-44: 18%; 45-54: 17%; 55-64: 18%; over 65: 16%), gender (women: 52%; men: 48%) and place of residence (town: 56%; village: 44%). The respondents were asked to answer two open -ended questions: "What do you associate female politicians with?" and "What do you associate male politicians with?" There was no limit on the number of qualities that respondents could mention. They were asked first about female politicians and then separately about male politicians so as to minimise the risk of being guided by their initial associations with male politicians. Otherwise, the qualities listed might have referred to men to a greater degree. We then compiled a list of the qualities used most frequently to characterise each of the genders in the pilot study. "Overall 146 qualities were selected for both genders, and these were assessed by qualified judges". The latter were 12 experts consisting of three psychologists, four political scientists, three sociologists and two cultural critics. Based on their assessment, we selected 50 characteristics for female politicians and 50 characteristics for male politicians to be included in the final assessment tool.
The actual study took place in late November and early December 2016. The respondents were students at the University of Silesia in Katowice who were enrolled in licentiate or master's degree courses in the following areas: political science, psychology, journalism and communications, political and public sector consultancy, domestic and international security and film and TV production. The group consisted of 276 women and 171 men -a total of 447 people.
The respondents first filled in a questionnaire in which they were asked to evaluate the degree to which women and men in politics displayed particular characteristics. The same inventory of characteristics that had been identified for each gender in the pilot study was applied to them again in this context. The respondents used a five -point scale extending from 1 ("not at all") to 5 ("a great deal"). Interest in politics was also measured on a five -point scale, with 1 denoting a complete lack of interest and 5 a very high level of interest. Ideological self -identifications took place on the left-right spectrum. For this purpose, respondents used a seven -point scale, selecting from the categories extreme left, left, centre -left, centre, centre -right, right and extreme right or else choosing the "I don't know" option.
Results
In the first stage of the research, we verified the significance of the differences between the perceived characteristics of female and male politicians. The t -Student test for dependent samples showed that the characteristics used to describe female politicians were different from those applied to their male counterparts. As the table below shows, certain characteristics were attributed significantly more often to each gender. Other characteristics were not ascribed significantly differently based on the politician's gender. This was true of the following traits: devoid of ideals; controllable; a good negotiator; media -savvy; copes with problems; independent; self -composed; courageous; enterprising; represents the community; reasonable; has a sense of humour; content with life and determined.
Female politicians were significantly more likely to be ascribed traits connected with caring for others and the ability to listen to their problems. In contrast, male politicians were associated considerably more often with features commonly linked to politics, for example, being ruthless or combative (Mouffe 2005 ).
In the next stage, we verified the factors highlighted in perceptions of female and male politicians using a factorial analysis. Varimax rotation was performed to rotate the factors. Only items with a loading of >0.3 were counted for each factor. In the case of women, the final analysis included 26 statements that were divided across three factors, producing a total variance of 41.74%. For men, 29 statements were chosen and these were also divided across three factors. The result was a total variance of 40.68%. The factor most emphasised in perceptions of female and male politicians was their possession of the qualities needed to be a politician, or what can be summed up as political ability. Individuals with these qualities were said to be resolute, enterprising, independent, strong leaders, able to cope with problems, intelligent, competent and highly skilled at negotiation. Interestingly, this category varied slightly depending on whether it was applied to women or men. For women, self -composure was added to the list. In contrast, for men, this category was seen as part of a broader set of qualities reflecting diligence and reliability, i.e. being well -organised, reliable, a hard worker and determined. For women, this factor was, thus, called political ability and self -composure, while for men, it was labelled political ability and diligence. This may also explain why this factor featured in perceptions of male and female politicians to a similar degree: for men, the variance was 19.69% and for women it was 18.95%.
The second factor related to the characteristics that reflect a politician's public appeal. These are "soft" skills that support relationship -building and are valuable in social interactions. Characteristics associated with this factor included being friendly, kind -hearted, nice, caring, empathetic, calm and having a good sense of humour. In the case of women, this factor also encompassed some extra characteristics that showed the politician's commitment to working for the public benefit. These traits included being socially engaged, fighting for the rights of others, representing the community and forming relationships easily. Elegance was another characteristic factored in for women. For men, on the other hand, this category was extended to include having a go -getter attitude. Based on all these considerations, this factor was described as public appeal and a sense of civic duty in the case of women, while for men, it was public appeal and a go -getter attitude. There was significantly more variance in perceptions of this factor among female politicians (14.94%) compared to their male counterparts (10.70%).
The third factor concerned the politician's self -orientation. This was associated with characteristics such as having high self -esteem and being competitive, ruthless, careerist, manipulative and media -savvy. Interestingly, our study showed that this category was significantly broader in the case of men. Male politicians were perceived as approving of nepotism and being egotistical, combative and hypocritical. Taking all this into account, this factor was described as competitiveness in the case of women and ruthless competitiveness when it came to men. There was also significantly more variance in the perception of this factor in male politicians: the result was 10.23% for men compared to 7.85% for women.
The third stage of the study considered differences in the perception of female and male politicians among groups with different levels of interest in politics and different ideological self -identifications. In order to verify these relationships, we performed t -Student testing along with a one -way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with post -hoc Tukey HSD. The gender of respondents significantly affected the perception of female and male politicians in the case of all but the third of the factors identified. The outcomes of this study showed gender solidarity: women were significantly more likely to attribute political ability and self -composure as well as public appeal and a sense of civic duty to female politicians. Men, in turn, were more likely to ascribe the equivalent factors to male politicians. The results of our study showed no significant differences among groups with different ideological (left-right) preferences when it came to their perception of any factor in female politicians or the third factor in men. These groups did, however, have different perceptions of the political ability and diligence and the public appeal and go -getter attitude of male politicians. The post -hoc test showed that right -wing individuals were significantly more likely to see male politicians as politically capable and diligent than either left -wing respondents or those with no specified political orientation. Right -wing people also credited male politicians with public appeal and a go -getter attitude considerably more often their left -wing counterparts did. Regarding groups with different levels of interest in politics, our results showed no differences when it came to the perception of two "female" factors (public appeal and a sense of civic duty and competitiveness) or one "male" factor (public appeal and a go -getter attitude). At the same time, people with an interest in politics associated women with political ability and self -composure significantly less often than those with little interest or no interest at all. People who were interested in politics also attributed political ability and diligence to men considerably more often. Those with no such interest were significantly more likely to see men as ruthlessly competitive than people who said they had little interest.
Discussion
Five questions were posed to respondents in the course of our research. The first two referred to the descriptive categories informing perceptions of female and male politicians. Our findings showed significant differences in the perception of women and men in the political sphere. First, female politicians were significantly more likely to be attributed traits connected with caring for others and being able to listen to their problems while male politicians were identified considerably more often with features commonly associated with politics such as ruthlessness and combativeness. This finding correlated with research which shows the association of female politicians with typically "female" issues (Sapiro 1982; Matland 1994) and their perception in terms of stereotypically feminine qualities -e.g. compassion, expressiveness, honesty and greater interest in and proficiency at activities like caring for children and dealing with poverty, education and health care. Our identification of the factors behind perceptions of male and female politicians also revealed some interesting differences. The first two factors for both genders focused on a similar root idea (political ability and public appeal). While in the first case, the degree of variance was similar for male and female politicians, there was slightly more variance in perceptions of women politicians' public appeal. This disproportion was likely due to the saturation of this category with stereotypically female attributes. In contrast, the third category (competitiveness, further specified as ruthless competition for men) produced more variance when it was applied to male politicians. Moreover, in the case of men, this factor took into account more characteristics. Its content came close to Machiavellianism, a philosophy introduced into social psychology by Richard Christie. This doctrine assigns four traits to leaders: a lack of emotion in interpersonal relations, which allows them to treat partners instrumentally; the abrogation of moral norms, which enables application of the principle "the ends justify the means"; the lack of any ideological agenda, which means they can focus strictly on pragmatic goals and the absence of clear psychopathy so they do not lose contact with reality (Pilch 2008: 231) .
The third question referred to the difference that a respondent's gender makes to their perceptions of women and men in the political space. In line with our hypothesis, we found that there was evidence of gender solidarity. Women were significantly more likely to ascribe political ability and self -composure as well as public appeal and a sense of civic duty to female politicians. Men, in turn, more often characterised male politicians as having the equivalent qualities. In the case of the third factor (competitiveness or ruthless competitiveness), there were no statistically significant differences.
The fourth research question introduced the variable of the respondent's interest in politics. Here we found that our hypothesis that greater interest would reduce reliance on stereotypes was not confirmed. In contrast with McDermott's (1998) findings, our results showed that interest in politics did not significantly affect perceptions of female and male politicians as far as the factor public appeal and a sense of civic duty/public appeal and a go -getter attitude was concerned. This was also true of ruthless competitiveness in the case of male politicians. People who were interested in politics were significantly less likely to perceive women as having qualities connected with political ability and self--composure. Interestingly, the results for this category were different for male politicians. Those with more interest in politics associated men with characteristics linked to political ability and diligence more often. Our results may have been affected by the fact that the men in our sample declared a higher level of interest in politics (W=2.92 M=3.57; t=-6.963; df=343.875; p=.001) , which is typical in many world democracies (Atkeson -Rapoport 2003; Turska -Kawa 2011: 274) .
The fifth question considered the impact of ideological self -identifications on the left-right spectrum on perceptions of female and male politicians. In this case, our hypothesis was partially confirmed: right -wing self -identifications did affect perceptions of men in politics. Our study showed that ideological identifications did not have a significant impact on perceptions of female politicians. In contrast, respondents identifying as right -wing more often perceived male politicians as politically capable and diligent and having strong public appeal and a go -getter attitude. The reasons for the situation may be twofold. First, it may reflect specific features of the current Polish political scene where no left -wing party has any seats in parliament. The outlook may be more positive among right -wing people who see their own political views being represented. At the same time, Polish politics remains male -dominated: despite her position, Prime Minister Beata Szydło is viewed as dependent on others in her party. For right -wing individuals, the image of male politicians tends to be filled with positive characteristics.
Conclusions
Our study is part of a larger trend of research that considers the influence of gender stereotypes on perceptions of female and male politicians. It provides a positive verification of this relationship. In particular, our research confirms the finding of earlier studies that women in politics are seen through the prism of certain stereotypical traits (Huddy -Terkildsen 1993; Burrell 1994; Kahn 1996) . Furthermore, it supports Schneider and Bos's (2014) conclusion that stereotypes about female politicians largely conform with stereotypes about women in general. Women in the political realm are perceived as being more empathetic, trustworthy, consensus -oriented and interested in caring for others. These characteristics do not correspond with ideas about politics, which is widely perceived as a sphere of conflict and ruthless rivalry.
The sample group in our study consisted of social science students, and this calls for some additional comments about the interpretation of the findings. First, people with a higher level of education are likely to display less use of stereotypes in their political thinking; this is connected with their greater level of knowledge and political awareness (Falk -Kenski 2006) . Second, since 2002, the right -wing identification of young people (aged 18-24) has been a key feature of the political scene. Interestingly, in the period when our research was carried out, there was a drop in the share of this young cohort who identified as right -wing (Głowacki 2017) . In this regard, we may assume that young people's right -wing ideologies have complex determinants and these may not entail a conservative approach to socio -political issues, which is associated with reli-ance on stereotypes. Moreover, the period when participating students gained the right to vote coincided with the move to include women in Polish politics. These young people were, thus, naturally exposed to women holding important political offices, which may have made them less prone to stereotyping. We are aware that samples made up of students tend to be homogeneous not only in terms of age and education but also certain psychological characteristics: they display weak self -definitions, a high level of egocentricity and a strong need for peer approval (Sears 1986) . By recruiting students of the social sciences and the humanities, i.e. disciplines involving daily professional contact with others, we tried to minimise the limitations associated with student samples. Students of these courses are constantly called on to improve their interpersonal relations and stay open -minded and empathetic. Furthermore, Kardes (1996) and Lucas (2003) observe that students make appropriate research subjects if the stress is on basic psychological processes. The perception process, which involves interpreting and attributing meaning to sensory experience definitely falls in this category. This conclusion is reinforced by the innate nature of psychological processes accompanying the stages of human development. Because of this internal coherence in student samples, they are also valuable for comparative studies carried out in different countries (Sears 1986; Druckman -Kam 2011) .
The results of our analysis may be beset by two other kinds of limitation. The first is the overrepresentation of women in the study sample. Given the gender solidarity principle, this may have led to a slightly more positive perception of women than would have been the case with a more diverse sample. The other factor is the possibility of a social desirability bias, i.e. an inclination among respondents to present themselves in the best possible light by giving socially desirable responses (Fisher 1993; Grimm 2010) . Such a bias can affect the validity of survey results, especially when questions concern socially sensitive issues. Our study was designed to limit the influence of this factor as much as possible: questions were constructed in a neutral way, and the survey was anonymous and performed in large respondent groups.
In the context of this broader discussion, it is worth considering the implications of our findings not only for political judgements and attitudes but, above all, for voters' decisions in elections. One interesting take on the influence of stereotypes on voters is presented by Sanbonmatsu (2002) , who introduces the term "baseline gender preference." Her findings suggest that many people give primacy to one of the genders, and this inclination is formed by gender stereotypes. At the same time, many authors have speculated about whether there are certain situations where stereotypes are more readily activated and where contextual factors play a greater role. The question is important because much of the work establishing the major role of gender stereotypes has involved experiments or hypothetical situations (see, e.g., Adams 1975; RosenwasserDean 1989; Brown et al. 1993; Rosenthal 1995; Fox -Smith 1998; Sanbonmatsu 2002; King -Matland 2003; Lawless 2004; Fridkin -Kenney 2009 ). More work is needed to highlight factors that can limit the activation of stereotypes in real -life situations.
In this respect, it must first be stressed that gender stereotypes change over time. Until the 1980s, women politicians were a kind of curiosity in the public domain and the issue of female representation was simply ignored (Mueller 1988; Listhaug et al. 1995) . Recent studies show, however, that the public perceives women to be better performers in several areas traditionally associated with male politicians, including political leadership. The respondents in one study believed that women and men were equally destined to be good political leaders (Pew Research Center 2008) .
Secondly, the influence of the party context on political decisions is also worth examining. Many studies emphasise the role of environmental factors which can neutralise the impact of gender in political elections (Huddy et al. 2002; Philpot -Walton 2007; Dolan 2010) . This dominance of party cues as an information source makes all the more sense in an age of increasing party polarisation in politics as a whole (Bartels 2000; Fiorina et al. 2006; Layman et al. 2006) .
Thirdly, taking into account that stereotypes traditionally fill "information gaps," a politician's image can be understood as a composite of stereotypes and reliable knowledge among voters. It may be hypothesised that voters with less knowledge resort more often resort to stereotypes. At the same time, one interesting study by Koch (2002) reached the opposite conclusion, noting that people with the highest level of knowledge relied on stereotypes significantly more often.
Finally, we may speculate that the greater presence of women in politics will help neutralise stereotypical notions about women. Research shows that the involvement of more women leaders contributes to greater voter support for female politicians in the following election as well as the greater desire of such leaders to participate in politics (Beaman et al. 2009; Bhavnani 2009; FerreiraGyourko 2009) . Furthermore, knowing about women politicians -and perhaps even having personal contact with them during electoral campaigns -makes voters see more and more non -stereotypical qualities in candidates, which, in turn, modifies initial perceptions.
Our study essentially confirms a thesis described in the literature and proven by other research: female politicians in Poland are perceived through the prism of gender stereotypes, which may be one of the reasons for the low proportion of women in parliament compared to the figure in Western European countries. This situation will not be changed by the introduction of 35% female quotas on candidate lists under the Electoral Code. This is clear from the lack of public support for equal opportunity measures for women in politics (MarmolaOlszanecka 2012) and from the fact that most women leave politics because they cannot win seats despite the quota system (Flis 2012) . In this context, there is a need for further exploration of the influence of institutional factors (e.g. the electoral system, the number of female representatives) and the political culture on gender stereotypes in politics. Including these factors in the analysis would definitely make clearer how permanent they are.
